Detection of Mycobacterium tuberculosis in bronchial washing of smear-positive patients after sputum conversion.
The main purpose of chemotherapy of tuberculosis is to ensure the noninfectiousness of patients with active pulmonary tuberculosis. For this reason, the sputum of smear-positive pulmonary tuberculosis patients is examined at the end of the first and second month of therapy to determine the conversion rate, which is expected to be 85% at the end of the second month. The patients whose sputum has converted to smear-negative are considered noninfectious. The aim of this study was to challenge the theory that negative sputum smear test results always indicate the absence of Mycobacterium tuberculosis bacilli in respiratory secretions from patients with active pulmonary tuberculosis after treatment. In order to achieve this goal, 46 patients with pulmonary tuberculosis whose sputum was positive for M. tuberculosis at the first visit were followed until they gave two consecutive negative smears. The bronchoalveolar lavage fluid of these patients was then examined for M. tuberculosis bacilli. It was observed that eight (17.5%) and five (10%) of these patients, who had already undergone sputum conversion, gave positive smear and culture results respectively. It could be concluded that a negative sputum result is not an appropriate index for evaluating the infectiousness of patients with pulmonary tuberculosis, and, since a few Mycobacterium tuberculosis bacilli can cause tuberculosis, especially in an immunocompromised host, it is mandatory that complementary studies to assess the transmission and virulence of Mycobacterium tuberculosis bacilli after sputum conversion be conducted.